Relationships among cognitive complexity, sex, and spatial task performance in college students.
This study examined the relationship between object differentiation (spatial ability) and social differentiation (cognitive complexity). Prior research had demonstrated a link between field independence and cognitive complexity, and between field independence and spatial ability. This raises the question whether some unitary cognitive style is involved in both spatial ability and cognitive complexity. The present study used a spatial task (a variation of Piaget & Inhelder's water level task) and several measures of cognitive complexity (the Barron Complexity scale, Intolerance of Ambiguity scale, and measures of self-differentiation and differentiation of other persons) to test the prediction that complexity will be positively related to performance on the water level task. On the basis of earlier findings, we also predicted that males would outperform females on the water level task. Thirty-eight male and 98 female undergraduates completed the water level task and the complexity measures. Results confirmed the predictions, except that the relationship between cognitive complexity and performance was different for males than for females. For males, the correlations between scores on the water level task and the several measures of complexity were considerably higher than for females. Such results suggest that for males spatial task performance can be related to a general construct such as cognitive style; for females, this does not appear to be the case.